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The purpose of this thesis is to re-evaluate the evidence of Marian images in Rome in 
late antiquity.  It argues that centuries of misreading the iconography of Paleo-
Christian art has produced unreliable evidence of an early Marian cult in the Roman 
Church.  
 
Surviving examples of images previously identified as Mary are compared with other 
forms of representation and personification alongside goddess images from around the 
Roman world.  The conflicts present within the emergent Roman Church and the 
influence they may have had on the developing artistic traditions are re-considered, 
with particular emphasis on the iconography of the ‘Adoration of the Magi’. 
 
Powerful female figures such as martyr saints and widows are presented as more 
popular models of early Christian womanhood.  In particular virgin martyrs, the 
eroticisation of whose cult with its sado-masochistic tendencies, catered for a Roman 
society still deeply influenced by its appetite for violent games and sports.  
 
The thesis also examines images identified as Mary, but much more probably 
originally intended as ecclesia and explores the role of Christ as the bridegroom to 
ecclesia, the martyrs and the consecrated virgins.  It goes on to argue that the growing 
issue of anti-Judaism in the emergent Roman Church had a particular effect on how 
Mary was perceived by church leaders.  
           
iv 
  
In conclusion it suggests that the figure of Mary only begins to acquire personal and 
representational significance when her characteristics could be appropriated by a 
powerful male hierarchy in the newly institutionalized church.   This appropriation, it 
is argued, was designed to control women and deprive them of influential roles and 
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from the triumphal arch of S Maria Maggiore 
(Wilpert, J., (1916) Die Römischen Mosaiken und Malereien der 
kirchlichen Bauten, vom IV. bis XIII. Jahrhundert). 
 
Figure 129.  Detail of the three magi before Herod scene 
from the triumphal arch of S Maria Maggiore 
(Wilpert, J., (1916) Die Römischen Mosaiken und  






Figure 130.   Mosaic Panel from nave of S. Maria Maggiore  
Moses being presented to the Pharaohs’ daughter.   
(Wilpert, J., (1916) Die Römischen Mosaiken und Malereien der 
kirchlichen Bauten, vom IV. bis XIII. Jahrhundert). 
 
Figure 131.   Mosaic medallions of martyr saints. 
Archbishop’s Chapel, Ravenna.  Author’s own photo. 
 
Figure 132.  Detail of mosaic medallion of St. Perpetua. 
Archbishop’s Chapel, Ravenna.  
www.traditioninaction.org/.../D006_Thecla.jpg. 
 
Figure 133. Procession of female martyrs from the  
Nave of the basilica of S. Apollinare Nuovo,  
Ravenna.  Author’s own photo.  
  
Figure 134. Main apse of the Cathedral of Eufrasius at Poreč 
With mosaic medallions of martyr saints 
(Terry, A., & Maguire, H., (2007) Dynamic Splendor: 









Figure 135. Detail of mosaic medallions of martyr saints. 
Apse of the cathedral of Eufrasius at Poreč. 
(Terry, A., & Maguire, H., (2007) Dynamic Splendor:  
The Wall Mosaics in the Cathedral of Eufrasius at Poreč). 
           
Figure 136.      Mosaic medallions of martyr saints with detail 
  of St. Euphemia.  Apse of the cathedral of Eufrasius at Poreč. 
(Terry, A., & Maguire, H., (2007) Dynamic Splendor:  
The Wall Mosaics in the Cathedral of Eufrasius at Poreč). 
 
Figure 137. Mosaic medallion of St. Felicitas. 
Archbishop’s Chapel, Ravenna.   
http://vatopaidi.files.wordpress.com/2010/02/st-feli.. 
 
Figure 138. Mosaic panel featuring the New Testament story of  
the Widow’s mite from S. Apollinare Nuovo, Ravenna. 
Author’s own photo. 
 
Figure 139.  The processing female martyrs, three magi  
and enthroned Virgin and Child from  
S. Apollinare Nuovo, Ravenna. 
Author’s own photo. 
   
Figure 140. The enthroned Virgin and Child  
flanked by a double guard of angels from 
S. Apollinare Nuovo, Ravenna.   
Author’s own photo.   
 
Figure 141.  Triumphal arch from S. Maria Maggiore.  
  with Etimasia.  www.paradoxplace.com/Perspectives/Rome%20.... 
 
Figure 142.   Detail of Etimasia from the triumphal arch  
of S Maria Maggiore 
(Wilpert, J., (1916) Die Römischen Mosaiken und  
Malereien der kirchlichen Bauten, vom IV. bis XIII. Jahrhundert). 
 
Figure 143.  Widow Turtura, fresco, Comodilla Catacomb c. 530 
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